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Abstract
In recent years, short-term rentals through online booking platforms such as Airbnb, has experienced
increasing popularity as alternative tourist accommodations. The growing maturity of online hosting
platforms under the expansion of peer-to-peer network and the context of sharing economy allow this
innovative accommodation model to flourish. It is noted a significant proportion of listings are operated in
historic properties. Historic-related keywords often appear in the names and descriptions of short-term
rental listings as ways to attract interested guests. Despite its popularity, short-term rental is frequently
criticized for its adverse impacts on local housing market and neighborhood characters. In the past few
years, many major cities in the U.S. have adopted ordinances to address issues caused by this innovative
industry but the specific focus on historic preservation and its impact on historic properties is, however,
limited. This thesis offers a preliminary analysis on this connection by synthesizing short-term rental and
historic preservation, identifying opportunities and challenges for operating short-term rentals in historic
properties through the assessment of existing regulatory frameworks, and developing recommendations
narrowly tailored towards guiding this specialized use. Three case-study cities are chosen and analyzed in
this thesis: San Francisco, Boston, and New Orleans. While recognizing the need for regulations, this
thesis explores how short-term rental can be used an effective tool for encouraging public engagement in
historic preservation and recommends cities to adopt strategic approaches based on assessments of
market conditions and neighborhood needs and to coordinate short-term rental regulations with broader
city efforts.
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1. Introduction
In recent years, short-term rentals through online booking platforms such as
Airbnb, has experienced growing popularity as alternative tourist accommodations.
While the practice of sharing accommodation spaces is not new and can be traced back to
19th century boardinghouses1, the growing maturity of online hosting platforms under the
expansion of peer-to-peer network and context of a sharing economy allow short-term
rentals to reform and flourish (section 1.1.). Short-term rentals have contributed
significantly to the economic sector with rough estimate for the entire market in the U.S.
in 2020 valued at $18 billion while the global market is valued at $87 billion.2
Among the proliferate market of short-term rentals, it is noted that a significant
proportion of listings are operated in historic properties whose physical fabric and
associated background history are promoted to offer the most ultimate experience with
the destination city. Historic-related keywords often appear in the names and descriptions
of short-term rental listings as ways to attract interested guests (section 4.2.). Short-term
rentals in historic buildings are especially successful in cities with profound history and
landmarks and where heritage tourism plays a critical role in their economy.
Despite its popularity, short-term rental is frequently criticized for its adverse
impacts on local housing market and neighborhood characters. In the past few years,
many major cities in the U.S. have adopted short-term rental ordinances to address issues

Richard W.F. Swor, "Long Term Solutions to the Short-Term Problem: An Analysis of the Current Legal
Issues Related to Airbnb and Similar Short-Term Rental Companies with a Proposed Model Ordinance,"
Belmont Law Review vol. 6, Article 8. (2019), https://repository.belmont.edu/lawreview/vol6/iss1/8.
2
“Vacation Rentals,” Mobility Market Outlook, Statista,
https://www.statista.com/outlook/268/100/vacation-rentals/worldwide (accessed May 2, 2020).
1
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caused by this innovative industry but the specific focus on historic preservation and its
impact on historic properties is, however, limited.
While many research and studies attribute the proliferation of short-term rental to
the authentic experiences it offers and recognize it as a unique product under new
patterns of urban tourism, the connection between the preservation of heritage and shortterm rentals remain largely unexplored (section 2.3.). This thesis offers a preliminary
analysis on this connection by synthesizing short-term rental and historic preservation,
identifying opportunities and challenges for operating short-term rentals in historic
properties through the assessment of existing regulatory frameworks, and developing
recommendations narrowly tailored towards guiding this specialized use. While
acknowledging perceived externalities short-term rental creates, this thesis evaluates
potential benefits it contributes to the preservation of historic resources and explores how
short-term rentals can be better facilitated as an effective tool for encouraging public
participation in historic preservation.

1.1 Background of Short-term Rentals
Hosting Platforms
Airbnb, founded in 2008 in San Francisco, is the leading hosting platform in the
short-term rental industry. The company promotes itself as currently having 7 million
listings in over 100,000 cities in more than 220 countries and regions worldwide.3
Statistics show that Airbnb has outgrown its major competitors in the short-term rental

3

“Fast Facts,” Newsroom, Airbnb, https://news.airbnb.com/fast-facts/ (accessed May 2, 2020).

2

market and has seen annual sales increasing twelvefold between 2013 and 2018.4 In late
2016, Airbnb introduced the “experiences” program in addition to short-term rentals.
This program connects visitors to destination cities through activities designed by and
stories told from the perspective of local hosts.5 Airbnb’s sales growth has outpaced
major hotels in the U.S. by 2018, making it a major competitor for alternative
accommodation and lodging in the hospitality industry.6
Vrbo, which stands for Vacation Rental By Owner, was founded in 1995 and
acquired by HomeAway, another major online accommodation site, in 2006. Vrbo, along
with other platforms that are used predominantly outside of the U.S., such as Bookabach
in New Zealand and Stayz in Australia, is a subsidiary brand under the parent group
Expedia.7 Unlike Airbnb, Vrbo does not offer listings of shared spaces but only entire
homes.8 While Airbnb filters listings by shared, private room, or entire apartment, Vrbo
provides a search filter that categorizes listings by property types including but not
limited to house, apartment, townhouse, cottage, and bungalow.9
It is worth noting that Airbnb contrasts from other hosting platforms in that
primary residences, rather than vacation homes, comprise a significant portion of all
listings.10 This characteristic puts Airbnb in the lead in the short-term rental market

Kathryn Gessner, “Ahead of IPO, Airbnb’s consumer sales surpass most hotel brands,” last modified
March 25, 2019, https://secondmeasure.com/datapoints/airbnb-sales-surpass-most-hotel-brands/.
5
“Experiences,” Airbnb, https://www.airbnb.com/s/experiences (accessed May 2, 2020).
6
Kathryn Gessner, “Ahead of IPO.”
7
“Competitors For Airbnb: Who's Stealing Market Share From The Industry Giant?,” Smartbnb, February
20, 2020, https://www.smartbnb.io/blog/competitors-for-airbnb/.
8
“About Page,” Vrbo, https://www.vrbo.com/l/about-vrbo/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
9
“Search Page,” Vrbo, https://www.vrbo.com/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
10
Daniel Guttentag, “Airbnb: disruptive innovation and the rise of an informal tourism accommodation
sector,” Current Issues in Tourism vol. 18, no.12 (2015): 1192-1217,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2013.827159.
4
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especially in urban city centers. Airbnb’s dominance in the market is demonstrated in all
three case-study cities analyzed in this thesis.11 The market shares in the three cities are
summarized in the table below.
San Francisco

New Orleans

Boston

Listed on Airbnb

92%

72%

76%

Listed on Vrbo

4%

15%

10%

Listed on Both Platforms

4%

13%

14%

Table 1. Proportion of short-term rentals listed on Airbnb, Vrbo, and on both platforms in the three casestudy cities based on data from AirDNA.

Short-term Rentals and the Sharing Economy
The popularity and growth of the short-term rental industry is largely attributed to
the development of the sharing economy. The emergence of the sharing economy
provided innovative opportunities to exchange goods and services in the form of
collaborative consumption which is predicated on a peer-to-peer network.12 Although
theoretical explanations for the sharing economy vary on what are shared and how
resources are shared, collaborative consumption can be generally defined as people
coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a resource for a fee or other
compensation.13 The two essential characteristics of sharing and collaborative

Data obtained from AirDNA (https://www.airdna.co/), which include rental listings on both Airbnb and
Vrbo. Although Airbnb and Vrbo may not include all active short-term rentals in each city, the large market
shares these two platforms occupy is able to provide an accurate perspective that is representative of the
topic in discussion.
12
Juliet B. Schor and Connor J. Fitzmaurice, Handbook on Research on Sustainable Consumption, eds.,
Lucia Reisch and John Thogersen, (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2015).
13
Russell Belk. “You are what you can access: Sharing and collaborative consumption online,” Journal of
Business Research 67 (2014): 1595-1600. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2013.10.001.
11
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consumption practices depend on the use of “temporary access non-ownership models”
and the reliance on online platforms through the internet as the facilitator.14
The peer-to-peer network for short-term rentals operates on a multi-sided platform
that connects different sides of the economic market where operators offer underutilized
spaces, guests receive temporary access, and third parties provide supplementary services
to promote listed spaces.15 The characteristic of making use of underutilized spaces
distinguishes Airbnb from Vrbo, which offers listings of entire homes only. Another
distinction that contrasts the peer-to-peer network accommodation model from traditional
hospitality sectors such as hotels involves the interaction it enables between noninstitutionalized sellers, or operators in the case of short-term rentals, with ordinary
buyers, or guests.16 While accommodation in the form of peer-to-peer network is not new
(and in fact is the underlying model for traditional Bed & Breakfasts that had existed long
before the popularity of short-term rentals), online hosting platforms enabled the mutual
connection between a large pool of potential guests with operators and rental supply and
furthermore established a mutual trust mechanism.17
The table below adopted by Dolnicar (2019) based on research by Muñoz and
Cohen (2016) summarizes characteristics of the sharing economy specific to peer-to-peer
accommodation networks.18

Ibid.
Sara Dolnicar. Peer-to-Peer Accommodation Networks (Oxford: Goodfellow Publishers, 2019), 20-21.
16
Ibid.
17
Daniel Guttentag, Stephen Smith, Luke Potwarka, and Mark Havitz. “Why Tourists Choose Airbnb: A
Motivation-Based Segmentation Study,” Journal of Travel Research vol. 57, issue 3 (2018): 342-359.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0047287517696980.
18
Dolnicar. Peer-to-Peer Accommodation Networks, 20.
14
15
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Characteristics

Description

Platform

Use of digital or physical platforms as primary means of exchange for

dependence

communication and services

Underutilized

Access to resources owned by seller or facilitator with excess capacity

resources

sold off to mitigate cost of ownership

Peer-to-peer

Interaction between non-institutionalized sellers and buyers of equal

interactions

status

Collaborative

Buyers and sellers (co-)shape decision making, structures, and

governance

policies

Mission-driven

Emphasis on non-monetary rewards and alternative logics of value
creation

Alternative funding

Non-institutional funding mechanisms (e.g., crowd funding)

Technology

ICT enabled buyer-seller interaction at scale of high speed and

dependence

flexibility; technology as core to facilitator value creation and capture

Table 2. Characteristics of the sharing economy as it pertains to accommodation networks. Modified by
Sara Dolnicar in Peer-to-Peer Accommodation Networks (2019) based on the research by Muñoz and
Cohen in “Sharing cities and sustainable consumption and production: Towards an integrated framework”
(2016).

Motivations Behind the Use of Short-term Rentals
The primary factors that short-term rentals appeal to guests as an alternative
accommodation are largely related to the characteristics of the sharing economy. These
motivations can be broadly discussed from two perspectives: economic and sociocultural.
The relative low cost that short-term rental offers is a major factor that increases
its competitiveness in the accommodation and hospitality industry. Short-term rentals
generally operate on primary fixed costs such as rents and electricity that the operator has
already paid for. Most operators also do not rely exclusively on the revenue generated

6

from operating a short-term rental and do not usually spend on labor costs.19 The
collaborative consumption model of short-term rental predicates on replacing ownership
by temporary access and motivating consumers to participate with cost-savings for better
value.20
In addition to cost, the unique experience of staying in a local residence that
short-term rental offers is another major factor that appeals to guests. Short-term rentals
provide the opportunity to live like a local and sometimes away from areas with large
tourist traffic.21 Development of mass tourism in recent decades has led some tourists to
distinguish themselves as travelers who express preference in the authentic culture and
daily reality of local people rather than manufactured tourist experiences.22 Guttentag
et.al (2018) suggested that the “backstage” experience in non-touristy areas that some
short-term rental guests seek is not restricted to the accommodation itself but involves the
broader neighborhood that the rentals are located in.23 Füller and Michel (2014) also
connected the growing popularity of short-term rentals to a rising demand of new urban
tourism, which is characterized by its preference for “off-the-beaten-track-areas” and an
authentic lifestyle.24

Guttentag et.al. “Why Tourists Choose Airbnb.”
Iis P. Tussyadiah and Juho Pesonen. “An Exploratory Study on Drivers and Deterrents of Collaborative
Consumption in Travel,” Journal of Travel Research vol 55, issue 8 (2016): 1022-1040.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287515608505.
21
Guttentag et.al. “Why Tourists Choose Airbnb.”
22
Lara Week. “I am not a tourist: Aims and implications of ‘traveling’,” Tourist Studies vol. 12, issue 2
(2012): 186-203, https://doi.org/10.1177/1468797612454627.
23
Guttentag et.al. “Why Tourists Choose Airbnb.”
24
Henning Füller and Boris Michel. “‘Stop Being A Tourist!’ New dynamics of urban tourism in BerlinKreuzberg,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 38, 4 (2014): 1304-1318.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12124.
19
20
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Lastly, the mutual trust mechanism that hosting platforms enable between
operators and guests contributed significantly to the increasing use of short-term rentals.
The platform dependence of the peer-to-peer accommodation network requires different
value propositions from both the operator and guest. Airbnb expects both operators and
guests to maintain a profile and provide reviews that help to access risks and develop
realistic expectations of the rental spaces.25 Studies also found that photos of the rental
spaces posted on hosting platforms help to reduce anonymity, increase social presence,
and help consumers speculate on operator’s trustworthiness.26 In 2013, Airbnb added
identity verification to its platform which enhanced transparency and strengthened this
trust mechanism.

1.2. Contextualization of Short-term Rentals in Historic Preservation
1.2.1. Heritage Tourism and the Cultural Economy of Cities
Heritage tourism is often discussed in the broader context of cultural tourism
which relies on the built tangible heritage and also intangible assets. Beginning in the
1990s, cultural tourism expanded from its orientation towards the elite class to a mass
market and saw fragmentation into more defined markets including heritage tourism, arts
tourism, and creative tourism.27 From the economic perspective, tourism can be perceived
as the consumption of cities. This notion is especially relevant in cities where heritage

Dolnicar. Peer-to-Peer Accommodation Networks, 20.
Eyal Ert, Aliza Fleischer, and Nathan Magen, “Trust and reputation in the sharing economy: the role of
personal photos on Airbnb,” Tourism Management vol.55 (August 2016): 62-73.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2016.01.013.
27
Greg Richards. “Cultural Tourism: A review of recent research and trends,” Journal of Hospitality and
Tourism Management, vol. 36 (September 2018), 12-21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhtm.2018.03.005.
25
26
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and culture provide the main focus and attraction for tourist experiences.28 Contemporary
heritage consumption can be perceived as a “rediscovery of place” and globalizing places
through cultural experiences and products.29 Heritage tourism is also connected to the
discussion of “new urban tourism” that is growing as part of the shifting pattern in the
broader tourism industry.30 This situates heritage and culture, which associate with the
“ordinary” local lifestyle but diverse and lively neighborhoods, at the center of this urban
phenomenon.
One of the key factors that contribute to the formation of a culture-based economy
traces to the growth of regionalism which conceptualizes the local cultural system as a set
of resources to promote economic development.31 This characteristic promotes heritage
tourism to become a strategy for historic preservation and revitalization of historic
neighborhoods as well as a major economic generator and marketing tool for selfpromotion in many cities.
Allen Scott (1997) suggested that “local cultures help to shape the nature of intraurban economic activity; concomitantly, economic activity becomes a dynamic element
of the culture-generating and innovative capacities of given places”.32 In modern
capitalism, culture and economy have evolved and re-emerged as cultural economies in
certain cities that enhance the competitive advantage of their cultural products.33

Julie Wilson. “A Holistic Approach to Tourist Place Images and Spatial Behaviour,” (PhD diss.,
University of West England, Bristol, 2002).
29
Ibid.
30
Henning Füller and Boris Michel. “‘Stop Being A Tourist!’”.
31
Christopher Ray. “Culture, Intellectual Property and Territorial Rural Development,” Sociologia Ruralis
vol.38 no.1 (1998), 3-20. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00060.
32
Allen J. Scott. “The Cultural Economy of Cities,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
vol.21, issue 2 (June 1997): 323-339. https://doi-org.proxy.library.upenn.edu/10.1111/1468-2427.00075.
33
Ibid.
28
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Extending this context, the commercialization of heritage can be perceived as a unique
cultural product generated under the cultural economy of cities. The utilization of historic
properties for short-term rentals narrows down the established premise into a more
specific sector within the broader cultural economy. Based on a case-study in Bilbao,
Spain, Fierro et.al (2018) drew the conclusion that heritage branding made by short-term
rental operators has a positive impact on the sharing economy and tourism and extends
influence onto the branding of cities.34

1.2.2. Extension of Short-term Rental and the Sharing Economy into Historic
Preservation
Although it appears odd to draw relationship between sharing economy and
historic preservation, there is a strong correspondence between the two seemly unrelated
fields in terms of the characteristics they share.
Short-term rental provides another innovative channel through which historic
properties and heritage resources become commodified in the economic market (in
addition to rehabilitation and adaptive reuse). Collaborative consumption under the
sharing economy contrasts from traditional forms of consumption in that ownership is
replaced by the increasing value of access and is perceived as offering more value at less
cost.35 Through the hosting platform as a facilitator of peer-to-peer interaction, the

Alvaro Fierro and Ibon Aranburu, “Airbnb Branding: Heritage as a Branding Element in the Sharing
Economy,” Sustainability, vol.11, issue 74 (December 2019): 1-14. https://doi.org/10.3390/su11010074.
35
Iis P. Tussyadiah, “An Exploratory Study on Drivers and Deterrents of Collaborative Consumption in
Travel,” in Information and Communication Technologies in Tourism, ed. Inversini A. (Switzerland:
Springer International Publishing, 2015).
34

10

resources shared go beyond rental spaces to include associated heritage. In addition to the
economic value of historic preservation that is measured through the real estate market,
there are other types of qualitative non-measurable values associated with heritage such
as historic, cultural, aesthetic, and social. Applying the definition of collaborative
consumption, paying for a short-term rental operated in a historic property does not only
provide access to accommodation in exchange but also benefits associated with the
aforementioned underlying values. As previously discussed, short-term rental offers a
way to reconnect with authentic local life rather than accepting the “manufactured tourist
experiences”.
Although collaborative consumption practices predicate on temporary access to
resources, the sharing aspect of short-term rental creates a sense of mutual ownership and
community.36 This aspect is especially significant to heritage and historic preservation.
Oftentimes, people who express appreciation in heritage and advocate for historic
preservation are not owners of the real estate properties but are connected with historic
resources and the associated heritage through a common culture and respect for history.
Furthermore, it is observed that the contemporary sharing economy can be
distinguished from other forms of sharing by the participation of high cultural capital
consumers who elect to share rather than sharing out of necessity.37 Another study has
also shown that collaborative consumption in the travel context is characterized by highly
educated consumers with higher income, who travel more frequently, and appeal to more

36
37

Dolnicar. Peer-to-Peer Accommodation Networks, 17.
Schor and Fitzmaurice, Handbook on Research on Sustainable Consumption.
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innovative forms of accommodation.38 This characteristic increases the perceived value
of short-term rentals operated in historic properties as they appeal to a group of
consumers with high cultural capital.

1.1.3. Stakeholders Involved in the Operation of Short-term Rentals in Historic
Properties
The key stakeholders and the relationships among different groups are illustrated
in Figure 1. The general fields that these stakeholders are involved in are categorized into
three groups: the resource base, the regulatory base, and the public/socio-political circle.
The resources base includes key actors involved in the peer-to-peer network of the
short-term rental industry. These include guests, operators, and hosting platforms that
function as the intermediary facilitator of communication and transaction. Property
owners, which will be discussed in subsequent sections, may not be necessarily involved
in the operation of short-term rentals and therefore do not always communicate directly
with guests or hosting platforms.
The regulatory base includes municipal administrative and decision-making
agencies that oversee the operation of short-term rentals in cities. As the analysis of
short-term rental ordinances in the three case-study cities will show, the responsibility of
operators, owners, and hosting platforms varies from city to city and therefore influences
the degree of communication and collaboration among these stakeholders. All three casestudy cities have established a short-term rental office as an independent entity that

38

Tussyadiah, “An Exploratory Study”.
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administers the issuance of permits and violations pertaining to such use. In addition,
other municipal level regulatory agencies may also be involved on a case-by-case basis
and these potentially include the department of planning, building and safety, tourism
management, and historic preservation.
The resource and regulatory bases are encompassed in the broader public/ sociopolitical circle that includes advocacy groups, hotel associations, and neighborhoods/
community that are potentially affected by the short-term rental industry and are
concerned with such use.

Figure 1. Diagram illustrating the relationship among stakeholders involved in the operation of shortterm rentals in historic properties.
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2. Methodology and Scope of Analysis
2.1. Methodology
This thesis seeks to analyze the specialized use of historic properties as short-term
rentals within this innovative accommodation industry and contextualize it within the
broader arena of sharing economy, heritage tourism, and historic preservation. The
research adopts a qualitative method to first critically analyze contents of existing
regulatory frameworks pertaining to short-term rental and historic preservation in three
case-study cities: San Francisco, Boston, and New Orleans. These regulatory policies are
then assessed from different perspectives to understand underlying concerns, identify
challenges, and explore opportunities for this specialized use.
Short-term rental data obtained from open sources are also utilized to visualize the
concentration of listings in each case-study city and to draw potential correlation between
the concentration of listings with local and national historic districts. This provides a
basis for understanding how heritage and historic properties are utilized as market assets.

14

Figure 2. Diagram illustrating the methodology and research process in this thesis.

2.2. Definition
The same terms defined below and discussed in this thesis may be used
differently in each case-study city’s short-term rental ordinance to reflect the specific
requirements of each. The definitions have been adjusted and generalized for the purpose
of consistency in this thesis. The terms used in this thesis should be consulted with the
definitions outlined in this section but should not be used to refer directly back to the
ordinance in each city.
15

Terms

Definition

Short-term rental

A type of rental lodging of all or a portion of a residential unit for
periods of typically less than 30 consecutive nights for a fee through
an online hosting platform. For the purpose of this thesis, the use of
short-term rental will focus on those intended for tourist
accommodation.

Residential unit

A room or rooms in a dwelling building that is occupied for

(Unit)

residential use.

Owner

Owner of record of the real property of the residential unit that the
short-term rental is operated in.

Operator

The individual who operates, maintains, and manages short-term
rental unit. An operator is not necessarily the owner of the residential
unit that it is operated in.

Owner-Operator

A short-term rental operator who is also the owner of the residential
unit that it is operated in.

Primary residence

The residential unit in which an occupant resides for at least nine
months out of a twelve-month calendar year. Primary residence can
be demonstrated by documentations such as utility bill, voter
registration, motor vehicle registration, deed, lease, or driver’s
license. Primary residence in New Orleans’ short-term rental
ordinance is defined by the possession of a valid homestead
exemption.

Permanent resident

A person who occupies a residential unit as the primary residence.

Hosting platform

An online business entity that facilitates booking services and
payment transactions between short-term rental operators and guests
for a fee.

Guest

A person, usually a tourist, who reserves and occupies a short-term
rental unit through a Hosting platform.

Booking service

A short-term rental reservation, including payment transaction
service, provided by a hosting platform between the short-term rental
operator and guests and for which the Hosting platform collects a fee
as an intermediary agent.

Table 3. Definition for terms used throughout the thesis.
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2.3. Justification and Case-Study Cities
Externalities of Short-term Rentals Stimulating the Need for Regulations
Despite the significant role short-term rentals play as part of the changing
dynamics of the economic and tourism sectors, this accommodation model has been
referred to as a “disruptive innovation” that poses challenges to existing market and
regulatory policies and draws attention for new research.39 A disruptive product is
described to offer a distinct set of benefits which typically involve cheaper prices and
more convenient forms of facilitation and overtime expands from a limited size and
marginal profits to appeal to a mainstream market.40
Criticisms of short-term rental involve the economic debate on its influence on the
housing market and competitions with traditional hotel industry and the social discussion
on its impacts on neighborhood character and quality of life.41 Studies showed that shortterm rental exacerbates housing shortage and affordability in high-demand cities by
removing units from the long-term housing supply.42 A particular concern involves the
conversion of housing from residential to commercial use through rentals of entire
units.43 The unplanned widespread of short-term rentals challenge urban planning efforts

Guttentag, “Airbnb: disruptive innovation”.
Ibid.
41
Nicole Gurran and Peter Phibbs, “When Tourists Move In: How Should Urban Planners Respond to
Airbnb?,” Journal of the American Planning Association, 83:1, 80-92.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2016.1249011.
Jake Wegmann and Junfeng Jiao, “Taming Airbnb: Toward guiding principles for local regulation of urban
vacation rentals based on empirical results from five US cities,” Land Use Policy vol.69 (December 2017):
494-501. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2017.09.025.
Policy Analysis Report Re: Analysis of the Impact of Short-term Rentals on Housing. Memo to San
Francisco Supervisor David Campos. San Francisco Budget and Legislative Analyst’s Office, May 13,
2015.
42
Policy Analysis Report.
43
Wegmann and Jiao, “Taming Airbnb”.
39
40
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that seek to spatially cluster tourist facilities in desirable areas, manage traffic, parking,
and waste, and implementing appropriate measures and urban design to reduce impacts of
noise, privacy, safety, and overcrowding.44 It is further argued that short-term rental and
increasing tourism in general contribute to gentrification by displacing long-term
residents and as a result changing the neighborhood character.45

Literature Review
While there are extensive research and discussion on the growing popularity and
the externalities of short-term rentals from the perspective of economics, tourism, and
urban studies, there is little existing literature that explores the connection between shortterm rental and historic preservation in cities.
Most studies on short-term rental approached the issue from the perspective of
tourism development and spatial pattern such as works by Guttentag (2015), Tussyadia
et.al (2015), and Guttentag et.al (2017). The role heritage and historic resources play as
part of tourism and the cultural economy, which provides the background for this study,
was discussed in subsequent works by Ray (1998), Richards et.al (2005), and Richards
(2018). Some law literature have also explored the legal implications and
constitutionality involved in the municipal regulation of short-term rentals, specifically
on whether regulatory enforcement constitutes a taking of property and individual

44
45

Gurran and Phibbs, “When Tourists Move In”.
Füller and Michel, “‘Stop Being A Tourist!’”.
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rights.46 Despite the diverse perspective on the topic of short-term rental and
heritage/cultural tourism, existing literature from different areas of expertise remain
separate discussions. Although Preservation Resources Center of New Orleans (PRCNO)
put forth a few articles as part of New Orleans’ efforts behind the adoption of its shortterm rental ordinance, the synthesis of short-term rental and heritage has not been
critically analyzed in the research field. The analysis by Fierro et.al (2018) based on casestudy in Bilbao, Spain, was the only study found during the research process that directly
connected heritage with short-term rental and the sharing economy and suggested the
positive influence heritage has as a branding element.47
Furthermore, most existing literature on the discussion of short-term rentals focus
on case-studies in European cities, which provide a background but lack application
under the U.S. context and regulatory frameworks.
As previously discussed, heritage and historic resources consist a unique part of
the cultural economy and is perceived as a distinct commodity in the short-term rental
market and the broader scope of sharing economy. This thesis seeks to narrow down the
scope and focus on the specialized use of historic properties for short-term rental and
synthesize the various sectors involved in this specialized use, specific to major U.S.
cities. The goal seeks to expand heritage and historic preservation beyond its professional
field as a public asset that extends influence on guiding the broader decision-making in
Jamila Jefferson-Jones, “Airbnb and the Housing Segment of the Modern 'Sharing Economy': Are ShortTerm Rental Restrictions an Unconstitutional Taking?,” Hastings Constitutional Law Quarterly, 42, 3
(2014): 557-575.
Kasey C. Tuttle, "Embracing the Sharing Economy: The Mutual Benefits of Working Together to Regulate
Short-Term Rentals," University of Pittsburgh Law Review 79, no.
4 (Summer 2018): 803-822.
47
Fierro and Aranburu, “Airbnb Branding”.
46
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various sectors. Rather than analyzing the issue through a restrictive approach, this thesis
seeks to explore how short-term rental can potentially be an effective tool for
encouraging public engagement in the preservation of historic resources.

Case-study Cities
Many cities have adopted short-term rental ordinances in recent years in response
to the externalities resulted from unregulated use and operation. Three case-study cities
are chosen and analyzed in this thesis: San Francisco, Boston, and New Orleans. All three
cities share the characteristic of profound history, established heritage tourism, and a
large stock of historic properties, especially historic residences. All three cities have
adopted short-term rental ordinances: San Francisco in 2012, Boston in 2018, and New
Orleans in 2017 with major amendments in 2019. These ordinances, along with extensive
municipal level historic preservation administration and local advocacy, provide basic
frameworks into the research. The contents and provisions established under each city’s
existing frameworks guiding short-term rental and historic preservation are discussed in
detail in the following sections.
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3. Analysis of Existing Regulatory Frameworks
3.1. San Francisco
3.1.1. San Francisco’s Short-term Rental Ordinance48
General Provisions of San Francisco’s Short-term Rental Ordinance
San Francisco’s Short-term Rental Ordinance was adopted in December 2012 as
the Residential Unit Conversion Ordinance into Chapter 41A of the San Francisco
Administrative Code. The ordinance was an effort to recognize and address the adverse
impacts the conversion of residential units to tourist and transient use have on housing
supply, especially affordable residential units targeting the city and county’s elderly,
disabled, and low-income persons.
The ordinance defines short-term rental as occupancy of a residential unit for
periods less than 30-days for tourist or transient use. Residential units eligible for the
operation of short-term rentals should not be subject to the Inclusionary Affordable
Housing Program. San Francisco’s ordinance does not classify different types of shortterm rentals and only one type of permit is issued to qualifying residential units. All
residential units intended for the operation of short-term rental must be the primary
residence of its permanent resident (whether owner or lessee) who occupies the unit for at
least 75% of the days he or she owned or rented the unit.

San Francisco Administrative Code. Chapter 41A (Ord. 224-12): Residential nit Conversion and
Demolition, San Francisco: American Legal Publishing Corporation, 2012. Web,
http://library.amlegal.com/nxt/gateway.dll/California/administrative/chapter41aresidentialunitconversionan
dde?f=templates$fn=default.htm$3.0$vid=amlegal:sanfrancisco_ca$anc=JD_Chapter41A (accessed May 2,
2020).

48
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In situations where the residential unit is located within districts zoned RH-1(D),
or One-Family House, Detached, the Planning Department, which the San Francisco
Office of Short-term Rental operates under, is required to notify any associated
homeowner associations and to owners and occupants within 300 feet of the property.
Applications for residential units within such district are subject to a 45-day hold period
to receive public inputs regarding its eligibility as a short-term rental.
The ordinance established an Office of Short-term Residential Rental
Administration and Enforcement for reviewing short-term rental applications with
participations from other relevant city and county departments including the Department
of Building Inspection and the Treasurer/Tax Collector’s Office. The Short-term Rental
Office is also responsible for monitoring listings on hosting platforms and to maintain an
inventory of potentially non-compliant listings and notifying the City Attorney’s Office
for any listings that do not possess a valid short-term rental registration number. The
ordinance also requires the short-term rental office to submit both quarterly reports
summarizing its monitoring activities and annual reports that propose recommendations
for amendments to the ordinance to reduce adverse effects of short-term rentals.

Requirement for Short-term Rental Operator/ Property Owner
As established under San Francisco’s ordinance, the operation of short-term
rentals in San Francisco requires one valid registration per residential unit on the Shortterm Residential Rental Registry. Because the ordinance defines primary residence as
occupying the unit for at least 75% of the days the operator owned or rented the unit, this
22

limits the maximum number of days that the unit can be used as a short-term rental
without operator presence to approximately three months. San Francisco’s ordinance
permits both the owner or a lessee as the operator as long as he or she is the permanent
resident of the residential unit.
All short-term rental registrations are valid for a two-year period which may be
renewed at the end of the term. The ordinance requires the operator to maintain liability
insurance in aggregate of no less than $500,000 or conducts for each short-term rental
transaction through the hosting platform. Short-term rental operators are subject to a 14%
Transient Occupancy Tax, also known as the Hotel Tax, and a Business Personal
Property Tax. The operator is also required to demonstrate that residential unit and the
property is not subject to any outstanding violations and advertising the short-term rental
while not maintaining a proper record on the registry is considered an unlawful
conversion and a violation of the ordinance. The operator is required to submit a
quarterly report to office of the short-term rental regarding the number of days that the
unit was rented out and any relevant information that may be required to demonstrate
compliance with the ordinance.

Requirement for Hosting Platforms
The San Francisco Short-term Rental Ordinance requires hosting platforms to
inform short-term rental operators of all relevant short-term rental regulations including
the Transient Occupancy Tax obligations to the city prior to listing their residential units.
Hosting platforms are responsible for facilitating and remitting the required tax to the
23

city. The ordinance provides hosting platforms the right to collect fees for booking
services given that the hosting platforms properly ensure that all listings are registered on
San Francisco’s Short-term Rental Registry. Hosting platforms are required to submit
monthly affidavits on the administrative monitoring of all listings and are required to
maintain records of all listings including but not limited to the address and registration
number of short-term rental unit.

3.1.2. Historic Preservation in San Francisco
Overview of San Francisco’s Municipal Level Historic Preservation49
San Francisco’s Planning Department is a Certified Local Government that
administers municipal regulations and initiatives pertaining to historic preservation in the
city and county and adheres to the standards set forth by the California State Office of
Historic Preservation. The preservation works on the municipal level focuses on four
major programs: Landmark Designation Program, Historic Resources Survey Program,
Cultural Heritage, and Cultural Landscapes.
The Planning Department administers the Historic Resources Survey Program
which intends to identify individual historic or cultural resources and districts that are
significant to the neighborhood, local, or national preservation incentives. The Program
focuses on developing Historic Context Statements that guide neighborhood surveys on a
thematic basis specific neighborhood character and history.

49

“Preservation,” San Francisco Planning, https://sfplanning.org/preservation, (accessed May 2, 2020).
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There are three levels of historic districts in San Francisco: The National Register
of Historic Places Districts, the California Register of Historical Resources Districts, and
San Francisco’s Article 10 Historic Districts and Article 11 Conservation Districts.
Article 10 of San Francisco’s Planning Code authorized the Historic Preservation
Commission to nominate local landmarks and historic districts. San Francisco currently
has about 40 historic districts listed in the State and National Registers, 13 local historic
districts, and six conservation districts that are located exclusively in the downtown
region. Protection for properties located within Article 10 and Article 11 districts require
any proposed exterior alterations or new constructions to obtain a Certificate of
Appropriateness subject to approval by the Historic Preservation Commission. New
construction and the demolition or major alteration of contributing properties also require
review under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).
CEQA is unique State of California mandate that requires public agencies to
analyze the environmental impacts of any proposed project that may result in physical
changes to the natural and cultural environment. CEQA requires public agencies to
consider feasible mitigation or alternatives for proposed projects. CEQA considers
substantial adverse impact on historical resources such as demolition, destruction or
alteration of characteristics that qualify properties for inclusion on the state or local
register, a significant effect on the environment. In San Francisco, almost all city-issued
permits are subject to discretionary reviews, or require the subjective judgement of the
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approving body, making CEQA applicable to all types of projects.50 This unique aspect
complicates the historic preservation regulatory process in San Francisco.

Historic Preservation Incentives51
Incentives for historic preservation in San Francisco include those offered through
state and federal agencies and through local programs. The Federal Historic Preservation
Tax Credits program provides properties that are National Historic Landmarks, listed in
the National Register of Historic Places and those considered contributing to National
Register Historic Districts a 20% Rehabilitation Tax Credit for any rehabilitation project
that adheres to the standards set forth by the Secretary of the Interior Standards. The
credit may be applied to properties rehabilitated for commercial, industrial, or rental
residential purposes but is not available for properties used exclusively as private
residence.
The State of California allows flexibility for rehabilitated historic structures in
compliance with existing building codes through the State Historical Building Code
(SHBC). SHBC considers the sensitivity of historic conditions while ensuring equivalent
life safety measures which provides owners substantial cost reductions. SHBC applies to
properties listed in or determined eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, the
California Register of Historical Resources, and those identified as historically or
architecturally significant through San Francisco’s Historic Resources Survey Program.
The Mills Act, enacted by the State of California in 1976, is one of the unique financial

50
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Historic Preservation in San Francisco. San Francisco: SPUR, July 11, 2013.
San Francisco Planning, Preservation Bulletins #6: Preservation Incentives, September 13, 2019.
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incentives for historic preservation in San Francisco. It provides owners of private
properties that are designated as San Francisco landmarks or listed individually on the
National Register of Historic Places a reduction in property taxes for a given period. The
reduction involves a contract with the private owners and the local government to ensure
the proper rehabilitation, maintenance, and preservation of historic properties.
One-time tax deduction is also available through historic preservation easements.
Easements are typically donated or sold to a private or public organization, such as the
city or a qualified preservation group like the San Francisco Heritage. Easements ensure
the building’s most significant architectural features are protected while continue to allow
owner occupancy. The San Francisco Mayor’s Office of Economic Development and the
Mayor’s Office of Housing provide small loan programs to assist homeowners correct
housing code violations or earthquake hazard retrofit. Two of these programs include the
Community Housing Rehabilitation Program and the Code Enforcement Rehabilitation
Fund.

Historic Preservation Advocacy52
San Francisco Heritage is the major nonprofit 501 (c)(3) historic preservation
advocacy group in San Francisco. The organization was founded in 1971 during a time
when historic resources and cultural heritage are threatened by urban redevelopment. SF
Heritage has its own Projects and Policy Committee consisting of historic preservation
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professionals, architects, lawyers, and developers that provide guidance for the
restoration, rehabilitation, and adaptive reuse of property owners.
San Francisco Heritage currently implements a few programs and initiatives as
part of its preservation efforts. Recognizing the fact that historic designation is underutilized as a tool for the protection of historic resources, San Francisco Heritage launched
the Landmark Fund program in 2017. This program partners with communities to
identify and advocate significant resources by nominating them to the National Register
of Historic Places, City Landmarks, and the Legacy Business Registry and ensures that
San Francisco’s diversity is recognized through these designations. In 2020, SF Heritage
has launched the Heritage in the Neighborhoods program with a focus on Excelsior,
Parkside, and Marina districts, to identify and protect single-family homes and legacy
businesses in neighborhoods. SF Heritage also serves as efforts behind San Francisco’s
Legacy Business Registry and the Legacy Business Historic Preservation Fund, a
program established in 2015 by the Board of Supervisors to recognize legacy businesses
as important historic assets and to provide financial support to sustain their familiar
presence in neighborhoods.
SF Heritage is also the only local advocacy group in the city with a program to
receive, administer, and enforce preservation easements. The organization accepted its
first preservation easement in 1974 and currently holds over 60 permanent easements.
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3.2. Boston
3.2.1. Boston’s Short-term Rental Ordinance53
General Provisions of Boston’s Short-term Rental Ordinance
Boston’s Short-term Rental Ordinance was adopted in June of 2018 into Chapter
IX of the City of Boston Codes. Boston’s ordinance defines short-term rental as rental
stays of 28 consecutive days or less. All short-term rentals are required to be registered
with the city starting January 1, 2019.
Residential units eligible for the operation of short-term rental should not be
designated as below market rate or income restricted housing. Eligible units should not be
located within properties designated as “Problem Properties” or “Public Nuisance
Properties” by the Mayor’s Problem Properties Task Force. Eligible units should not be
subject to three or more violations, including those related to excessive noise, improper
trash disposal, within the last six months.
Boston’s ordinance only permits owners to operate short-term rentals in their
primary residence. The Short-term Rental Registry permits one registered operator per
permit per residential unit. The ordinance classifies short-term rental permits into three
major types: 1. Home Share Unit, 2. Limited Share Unit, and 3. Owner-Adjacent Unit.
1. Home Share Unit: Offering the operator’s primary residence as a short-term rental
and does not require the operator to be necessarily present during the rental stay.

City of Boston Municipal Code. Chapter IX 9-14 (Ord. 2018 c. 5 § 1) Short-Term Residential Rentals:
American Legal Publishing Corporation, 2018. Web,
http://library.amlegal.com/nxt/gateway.dll/Massachusetts/boston/cityofbostonmunicipalcode?f=templates$f
n=default.htm$3.0$vid=amlegal:boston_ma.
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2. Limited Share Unit: Offering a portion of the operator’s primary residence for
short-term rental purposes while the operator is present.
3. Owner-Adjacent Unit: Offering a full unit within a two- or three- family dwelling
that is the primary residence of the owner-operator.
Registrations for all three types of short-term rentals are valid on a one-year term and are
subject to an annual registration fee depending on the type of the short-term rental.
Operators should re-register the residential unit at the end of the one-year term to
continue the operation of the short-term rental.
The Short-term Rental Registry is administered by the City of Boston Inspectional
Services Department. The department is responsible for submitting an annual report that
estimate the number of units removed from the long-term housing market and any
increases in rent and home values as a result of short-term rentals. Boston’s Short-term
Rental Registry is also one of the few that make all addresses registered as short-term
rentals available to the public.

Requirement for Short-term Rental Operator/ Property Owner
As established under Boston’s Ordinance, to be eligible as short-term rental, the
residential unit must be an owner-occupied primary residence in which the owneroperator resides for at least nine months out of a twelve-month period. Non-owner
occupants, such as lessees, are not permitted to operate short-term rentals in their leased
residential units. The owner-operator is required to notify any residential dwelling located
within 300 feet of the residential unit that it has been registered as a short-term rental
30

within 30 days of the approved registration. The owner-operator is responsible for
maintaining a record of and submitting upon written request from the Inspectional
Services Department, the number of days per year that the residential unit is offered as a
short-term rental and any supporting record demonstrating that the operator is the owner
of the residential unit and that the residential unit has been the primary residence of the
owner-operator.
The use of short-term rental is subject to the provisions under Boston’s Room
Occupancy Excise. The operator may facilitate the collection and remittance of the
applicable excise through the hosting platform given that the hosting platform has entered
into an agreement with the City of Boston.

Requirement for Hosting Platforms
Under Boston’s Short-term Rental Ordinance, hosting platforms are required to
submit a monthly report on the total number of listings facilitated including the location
of the rental and type. The hosting platform is also required to enter into an agreement
with the City of Boston to monitor and remove any illegal listing.

3.2.2. Historic Preservation in Boston
Overview of Boston’s Municipal Level Historic Preservation54
Historic Preservation in Boston is administered by the Boston Landmarks
Commission (BLC) that operates under the City’s Environmental Department.
“Landmarks Commission,” City of Boston, https://www.boston.gov/departments/landmarks-commission,
(accessed May 2, 2020).
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BLC recognizes significant historic resources in the city with four types of
designations: an Individual Landmark, a Landmark District, an Architectural
Conservation District, and a Protection Area. Individual Landmarks and Landmark
Districts may possess significance above the local level while architectural conservation
districts possess regional significance. A Protection Area refers to an area adjacent to an
Individual Landmark, a Landmark District, or an Architectural Conservation District and
contributes to the significance of its physical environment. The designation of a historic
resource can begin with a petition submitted by either the Landmarks Commissioner or
the Mayor or can also be signed by ten registered Boston voters. All designated resources
receive a Study Report prepared by the BLC which outlines its historical and
architectural significance and provides guidelines and criteria to evaluate the
appropriateness of future changes. There are currently nine local Landmark Districts in
Boston, each governed by its own Historic District Commission. Proposals to change the
exterior appearance and, sometimes interior, of an individually designated landmark and
properties located within historic districts require review and approval from BLC.
In Boston, buildings with at least fifty years of age are specially protected by a
demolition delay policy known as Article 85, which was adopted into the Boston Zoning
Code in 1995. Article 85 establishes a waiting period to consider alternatives for
demolition proposals of buildings of historical, architectural, cultural, or urban design
value to the City of Boston. Buildings protected under Article 85 include all those that are
of fifty years of age and more and buildings located in specific districts such as
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Downtown. Demolition of designated landmark buildings are subject to review by the
Boston Landmarks Commission or by the specific local historic district commission.

Historic Preservation Incentives
Incentives can be offered through State, Federal, or local agencies for the
preservation of historic resources in Boston. Federal programs such as the Federal
Historic Preservation Tax Credits is available for non-residential properties designated as
National Historic Landmarks, listed in the National Register of Historic Places and those
considered contributing to National Register Historic Districts.
Massachusetts offers a State Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit program for
income-producing rehabilitation project that is approved by the Massachusetts Historical
Commission. Eligible projects can receive up to 20% of the cost of rehabilitation
expenditures in the form of state tax credits. Although launched in 2004, the state tax
credits program is still considered a pilot program under the official consideration by the
Massachusetts Legislature and Governor. Currently, the program is expected to sunset on
December 31, 2022.55
The City of Boston also offers financial resources for historic preservation
through the Community Preservation Fund that was established in 2016 to provide
support for affordable housing, historic preservation, and open space, parks, and outdoor
recreation.56 Funds through the program can be used for the rehabilitation of a historic

“Massachusetts Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit,” Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts,
https://www.sec.state.ma.us/index.htm, (accessed May 2, 2020).
56
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(accessed May 2, 2020).
55
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building including expenditures toward its acquisition and restoration. Organizations such
as neighborhood coalitions and historical societies are eligible for applying for the funds.
The applications are reviewed by a nine-member Community Preservation Committee.
Historic preservation easements program is available on the local level through qualified
preservation group like Historic Boston Inc.57

Historic Preservation Advocacy
Boston has two major local advocacy groups: Historic Boston Incorporated (HBI)
and the Boston Preservation Alliance (BPA).
HBI was founded in 1960 as an effort to save the Old Corner Bookstore, the
oldest commercial building in Downtown Boston. HBI offers a redevelopment program
that focuses on significant historic properties that listed on or are eligible for the National
Register of Historic Places and those designated or eligible for designation as a Boston
Landmark. Projects selected under the program are recognized to merit significance, as
facing significant preservation challenge, may extend influence on wider community
revitalization, and meets the overall missions set forth by the organization. HBI’s
preservation easement program prioritizes commercial properties but also accepts
easements donations of residential properties determined appropriate.58
BPA similarly provides independent voices and advocates for the preservation of
historic resources in Boston. BPA inputs efforts on reviewing development projects

Ibid.
“Preservation Easement,” Historic Boston Incorporated, https://historicboston.org/our-work/easements/
(accessed May 2, 2020).
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influencing historic neighborhoods and resources through the city and facilitate
conversation with various stakeholders and citizens.59
Although devoted to the preservation, rehabilitation, and redevelopment of
historic resources in Boston, both HBI and BPA have not taken the step to involve in the
issue of short-term rentals.60 Although recognizing relevance of the issue, BPA
recognized the limited influence it has on a broader citywide issue as the Boston City
Council implemented aggressive legislative push towards regulating short-term rentals.61

3.3. New Orleans
3.3.1. New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Ordinance62
General Provisions of New Orleans’ Short-term rental Ordinance
New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Ordinance is known as Article XI of Chapter 26Buildings, Building Regulations, and Housing Standards of the Code of the City of New
Orleans. The Ordinance was first adopted in April of 2017 after a Short-term Rental
Study by the City Planning Commission in 2016. The Ordinance was recently amended
and became effective in December 2019. Between its first implementation and its most
recent amendment, another extensive study on New Orleans’ existing short-term rental

“About,” Boston Preservation Alliance, https://www.bostonpreservation.org/standard-page/about
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market conditions was conducted. Prior to the adoption of its Ordinance in 2017, Shortterm rental had already become popular in New Orleans despite legally permitted in only
a few zoning districts.63 The lack of developed regulation and enforcement prompted
many short-term rental properties without a proper license. Prior to the implementation of
the Ordinance, the City Planning Commission estimated between 2,400 and 4,000 Shortterm rentals in New Orleans, 70% of which consisted of rentals of an entire unit.64 New
Orleans’ short-term rental regulations are consulted in depth with the city’s zoning
districts to create varying degrees of provisions in accordance with neighborhood
characteristics. In 2018, City Council adopted the Short-term rental Interim Zoning
District (IZD) to prohibit what was formerly called Temporary Short-term Rental Permits
and restricted Commercial Short-term Rental Permits on the ground floor of a multi-story
building that contain residential uses on the upper floors.65
New Orleans’ current ordinance classifies short-term rentals into two major types:
residential and commercial short-term rentals. Residential short-term rentals are further
broken down into Partial-Unit Residential, Small Residential, and Large Residential. The
residential short-term rentals must be owner-occupied and located in residential districts
set forth under New Orleans’ Zoning Ordinance. The different types of residential shortterm rentals vary depending on unit sizes and allowable guest occupancy. Commercial
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short-term rentals do not require owner occupancy and are allowed in area zoned nonresidential.
All residential units eligible for the use of short-term rental should be free of
outstanding property taxes or city liens and comply with all standards set forth by the
city’s Minimum Property Maintenance Code and health and safety provisions outlined in
the Building Code. The residential units should also be free from contractual restrictions
such as agreements with homeowner associations.
New Orleans’ short-term rental office is established under the Department of
Safety and Permit and is responsible for reviewing and inspecting short-term rental
applications in the City and maintaining a registry of all short-term rental permits. The
Department has the power to suspend a short-term rental permit if such use is determined
to be an imminent threat to public welfare.

Requirement for Short-term Rental Operator/ Property Owner
For residential short-term rental, New Orleans defines primary residence by
ownership “indicated by the possession of a valid homestead exemption authorized by the
Orleans Parish Assessor’s Office” rather than the length of residence. A homestead
exemption is a property tax exemption adopted in the Louisiana State Constitution for
any homestead that is owned and occupied by anyone possessing the property. To be
eligible for the operation of short-term rental, the owner must hold a share of 50% or
greater ownership interest in the property.

37

New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Ordinance requires both the operator of shortterm rental and the owner of the residential unit that it is operated in to possess separate
short-term rental operator permit and short-term rental owner permit even if the owner is
the operator of the short-term rental unit. A residential unit may not be used as short-term
rental unless the owner of the property possesses a valid short-term rental owner permit.
While owners may only register their primary residence as defined by “the possession of
a valid homestead exemption”, an operator may obtain multiple permits to operate or
manage multiple short-term rentals. However, if an operator has a permit suspended or
revoked from one of the multiple short-term rentals he or she manages, all other shortterm rentals he or she possesses will also be suspended or revoked. All short-term rental
permits are valid for a one-year term and may be renewed annually. Varying permit fees
are imposed on both the owner and the operator who is not the owner of the residential
unit.
The owner of the residential unit is required to maintain a minimum of
$1,000,000 in liability insurance through the hosting platform and maintaining a record of
the total number of nights the residential unit was used for short-term rental purposes.
Short-term rentals in New Orleans are subject to a STR Equalization Occupancy Tax and
City Sales Tax. In addition, every short-term rental unit is subject to an occupancy fee for
every night that it is rented.
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Taxes

Rate

Residential Short-term rental Occupancy Fee

$5/ night rented

Commercial Short-term rental Occupancy Fee

$12/ night rented

City Sales Tax

5%

Short-term rental Equalization Occupancy Tax

6.75%

Table 4. Applicable short-term rental taxes and fees in New Orleans.

Requirement for Hosting Platforms
Under New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Ordinance, hosting platforms are
responsible for ensuring that the short-term rental listing possesses a valid permit and
may not facilitate any booking services for non-compliant listings. The hosting platforms
are required maintain $1,000,000 in liability insurance per occurrence for any personal
injury or property damage incurred from the use of short-term rental. The hosting
platform is also responsible for facilitating and collecting all applicable sales taxes and
occupancy fee owed by the owner.

3.3.2. Historic Preservation in New Orleans
Overview of New Orleans’ Municipal Level Historic Preservation66
New Orleans’ municipal level historic preservation operates primarily in the form
of local historic districts in addition to those recognized by the National Register of
Historic Places. The city’s historic resources are administered under two separate
regulatory agencies: the Historic District Landmarks Commission (HDLC) and the Vieux

“Historic District Landmarks Commission,” City of New Orleans, https://www.nola.gov/hdlc/ (accessed
May 2, 2020).
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Carré Commission (VCC). The HDLC administers New Orleans Historic District
Landmarks Commission and the Central Business District Historic District Landmarks
Commission (CBDHDLC) while Vieux Carré Commission oversees exclusively Vieux
Carré, or the French Quarter. Individually designated landmarks in New Orleans are
generally located outside the boundaries of local historic districts and are under the
administration of HDLC. HDLC is authorized to nominate and designate individual
landmarks in New Orleans.
HDLC’s jurisdiction varies depending on the historic district and levels of
regulation are determined upon the designation of the historic district. HDLC’s
jurisdiction over local historic districts is broadly categorized as either “Full Control” or
“Partial Control”. Any exterior works for properties located in historic districts under the
full control of HDLC require staff review to obtain a Certificate of Appropriateness.
HDLC has limited jurisdiction over historic districts designated as partial control. HDLC
is authorized to review proposals for a certain items such as demolition, new
construction, or demolition by neglect depending on the specific district. HDLC currently
administers ten full control and eleven partial control historic districts. There are
additionally four full control historic districts under the administration of CBDHDLC.
Historic districts under both the HDLC and CBDHDLC encompass over 47,700
properties. HDLC administers demolition by neglect for properties located within its
historic districts. HDLC has the authority to charge fines and place liens for any noncompliant properties.
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The Vieux Carré Commission administers physical changes to properties within
Vieux Carré, or the most commonly called the French Quarter.67 Vieux Carré was the
first historic district created under a city ordinance and the VCC was authorized through
the Constitution of the State of Louisiana under Act 139 of 1936. Resources within Vieux
Carré are classified into three levels and identified with different color ratings according
to their historic or architectural significance. Level 1 resources are identified as purple or
blue and are associated with national or major significance. Level 2 resources are
identified as green, pink, or yellow, and are contributory to local significance and integral
to shaping the district’s character. Level 3 resources are identified as orange or brown
and include those constructed in the 20th century that have little or no historic or
architectural significance. All proposed exterior works on any properties located within
Vieux Carré, including addition, new construction, and demolition, are required to obtain
a permit from VCC prior to commencing work.

Historic Preservation Incentives
Historic Preservation Incentives New Orleans are offered primarily through
Federal and State level agencies. Federal programs such as the Federal Historic
Preservation Tax Credits is available for non-residential properties designated as National
Historic Landmarks, listed in the National Register of Historic Places and those
considered contributing to National Register Historic Districts.
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“Vieux Carré Commission,” City of New Orleans, https://www.nola.gov/vcc/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
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A State Restoration Tax Abatement (RTA) Program is offered through the
Louisiana Economic Development Department. The Program provides an abatement on
property taxes for up to ten years on the restoration of existing commercial properties and
owner-occupied residences located within Downtown Development Districts, Historic
Districts, Opportunity Zones, and Economic Development Districts. Although RTA is a
offered through the State of Louisiana, the New Orleans City Council is responsible for
reviewing and approving abatement applications in the City.68 The Louisiana Division of
Historic Preservation and the Louisiana Department of Revenue also jointly administers a
20% State Commercial Tax Credit Program, which was created in 2002 to encourage the
rehabilitation of income-producing historic properties in Louisiana’s Downtown
Development Districts and certain Cultural Districts. The credit was adjusted to 20%
from 25% as of January 2018 and the Program is expected to sunset by the end of 2021.69
At the local level, historic preservation easements program is also available
through qualified preservation group like Preservation Resources Center of New Orleans.

Historic Preservation Advocacy70
Preservation Resources Center of New Orleans (PRCNO) is the primary local
advocacy group in New Orleans. The organization was founded in 1974 before the
municipal regulatory agency HDLC was established.
“Tax Abatements,” Louisiana Office of Cultural Development Division of Historic Preservation,
https://www.crt.state.la.us/cultural-development/historic-preservation/tax-incentives/tax-abatements/index
(accessed May 2, 2020).
69
“State Commercial Tax Credit,” Louisiana Office of Cultural Development Division of Historic
Preservation, https://www.crt.state.la.us/cultural-development/historic-preservation/tax-incentives/statecommercial-tax-credit/index (accessed May 2, 2020).
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Preservation Resources Center of New Orleans, https://prcno.org/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
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PRCNO offers programs that advocate, protect, and promote awareness for New
Orleans’ historic resources. Operation Comeback is a program that buys and renovates
vacant historic properties that are in deteriorated state then returns it to the market. The
program was launched in 1987 as an effort to revitalize the Lower Garden District but has
expanded to impact historic neighborhoods throughout the city. PRCNO provides
assistance to restore abandoned properties to states that meet modern needs and comply
with existing building codes. In February 2020, PRCNO also launched the Revival
Grants Program that offers free repairs to low-income homeowners to fix violations from
HDLC.71
PRCNO also partners with the Louisiana State Historic Preservation Office on the
publication of the award-winning magazine Preservation in Print. The publication was
started in 1975 as Preservation Press and is published nine times a year to deliver articles
on preservation and important historic resources. In addition, PRCNO provides resources
for owners of historic properties and those interested in New Orleans’ historic assets.
These resources provide guidance on how to purchase, research, and advocate for historic
buildings. PRC also provides guidance on tax incentives and technical assistance on
financing and rehabilitating historic properties.
PRCNO is also the major facilitator of preservation easements in New Orleans.
PRC now holds over 100 easements and include building types ranging from singlefamily, multi-family, to commercial properties.

Danielle Del Sol, “PRC’s Revival Grants help longtime residents with HDLC violations,” PRCNO,
February 1, 2020, https://prcno.org/prcs-revival-grants-help-longtime-residents-hdlc-violations/ (accessed
May 2, 2020).
71
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Unlike the situation in San Francisco and Boston, which have yet seen active
participation of historic preservation advocacy in the development and regulation of
short-term rentals, PRCNO has continually voiced its position on the impacts short-term
rentals have on New Orleans’ historic resources. PRCNO has involved throughout the
process of the adoption of New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Ordinance and its
amendments and advocates for more strategic approach towards regulating short-term
rentals. When New Orleans City Council and the Planning Commission drafted its first
initial Short-term Rental Ordinance, PRCNO remained in opposition of all non-owner
occupied rentals in residential neighborhoods.72 While acknowledging the importance of
retaining long-term residents in maintaining vibrant and authentic historic neighborhoods,
it also recognizes that promoting short-term rentals in certain districts, such as Canal
Street, which contains many under-utilized spaces on the upper floors of its building, can
be a catalyst for change.73 PRCNO’s new Revival Grans Program also focuses on the
Tremé district, recognizing that it has been significantly impacted by short-term rentals.74

Ryan Whirty, “Jefferson Parish Rejects Short-term rentals in Neighborhoods,” PRCNO, April 19, 2018,
https://prcno.org/jefferson-parish-short-term-rentals/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
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“Short-term rental proposal threatens downtown neighborhoods,” PRCNO, August 7, 2019,
https://prcno.org/short-term-rental-proposal-threatens-downtown-neighborhoods/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
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Del Sol, “PRC’s Revival Grants”.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Summary of Existing Short-term rental Ordinances in the Case-study Cities

STR Unit Must be the

San Francisco

New Orleans

Boston



*







Primary Residence of the
Owner
Classification of Short-term
rental Types
Allows Non-owner



*

Operators
Allows Multiple STR



Permits for A Single
Operator
Requires Operator Presence

*

*

*

During STR Stay
Table 5. Summary of existing short-term rental regulations in each case-study city.
*= Allowed/ requirement but with exceptions.

Short-term Rental Owner vs. Operator
Short-term rental ordinances in the three case-study cities, San Francisco, Boston,
and New Orleans, reveal major differences in responsibility requirements for operators of
short-term rental and owners of the residential units that they are located in. In San
Francisco, both the owner and the occupant who leases the residential unit may register
as the operator as along as the residential unit complies with the requirements set under
the ordinance and is the primary residence of the operator. San Francisco’s ordinance
does not regulate the relationship between owners and non-owner operators. Non-owner
permanent residents who wish to operate short-term rental in their leased units will need
to negotiate with their landlords to avoid any disputes. Compared to that in San
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Francisco, Boston’s short-term rental ordinance explicitly only permits owners as
operators of short-term rental regardless of the rental type.
While New Orleans’ ordinance allows non-owner occupants to operate short-term
rentals, the regulation is unique in that it requires both the operator and the owner of the
residential unit to obtain separate short-term rental owner and operator permits. Even
when the owner is the operator of the short-term rental, both permits are still required. In
order to obtain a short-term rental owner permit, the owner of the residential unit must
submit documentations that demonstrate eligibility of the unit including floor plans,
records indicating that the unit is free of violations and outstanding property taxes, and in
the case of a short-term rental commercial permit, plans on noise abatement, sanitation,
and security are also required.75 Renewal for a short-term rental owner permit requires
the owner to submit records on the number of days that the short-term rental was offered
and documentation demonstrating that the residential unit complied with all city
regulations in the previous year.
Application for a short-term rental operator permit in New Orleans, however,
requires minimal documentations including basic contact information, address of the
residential unit, attestation that the operator has agreed to all regulations imposed by the
short-term rental ordinance, and a compliant response plan as nuisance prevention.
Renewal for a short-term rental operator permit, similarly, requires only an attestation
and any updated contact information. This puts the majority of responsibility onto the
owner of the residential unit although the owner may not be necessarily operating the

75

Division 2 and 3, Chapter 26 Article XI (.C.S., Ord. No. 28157, § 1) Standards for Short-term Rentals.
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short-term rental. While requiring a separate operator permit, New Orleans’ ordinance
does not impose strict regulations that supervise the legal responsibility of the operator.
Although permitting non-owner occupants, such as lessees, to operate short-term rentals
in their leased units with owner consent, New Orleans’ ordinance is discouraging such
use and the short-term rental operator permit is intended for owners who wish to use their
units as short-term rental but would like to designate someone else as the operator who
supervises and manages such use.76 Because New Orleans defines primary residence as
the possession of a valid homestead exemption, this prevents an owner from holding
multiple short-term rental permits in most cases. However, operators are allowed to
possess multiple operator permits and may operate any permitted short-term rental units
with the owner’s consent.

Operator Presence During the Short-term Rental Stay
Regardless whether the ordinances in San Francisco, Boston, and New Orleans
allow non-owner operation of short-term rentals, all three cities permit short-term rentals
only in the operator’s primary residence (with the exception of the Short-term Rental
Commercial Permit in New Orleans). While both San Francisco and Boston define
primary residence by the length of stay at the residential unit, New Orleans defines
primary residence by ownership demonstrated by a valid homestead exemption. New
Orleans’ regulation does not specify the length that short-term rental operators must

76
By Interpreting the language of Sec.26-615. of the Ordinance that indicates “No Dwelling Unit in
Orleans Parish shall be used as a Short-term rental unless… the Owner has ‘designated’ an Operator
possessing a valid Short-term rental Operators Permit…”

47

reside at the unit as an eligibility requirement. New Orleans’ ordinance also does not
explicitly require operator presence during the rental stay, as long as the operator is
“accessible by telephone; and able to be physically present at the short-term rental within
one hour of being contacted”.77
Both San Francisco and Boston specify primary residence as occupation of the
unit for at least three months or 75% of the calendar year. In San Francisco, where the
ordinance does not classify different types of short-term rentals, this limits the maximum
number of days that a residential unit can be offered as a short-term rental with operator
presence to approximately three months. Similar to those in San Francisco, in Boston,
short-term rentals registered as Home Share Units do not necessarily mandate owneroperator presence and the primary residence requirement limit the maximum number of
days to approximately three months. In contrast, short-term rentals registered as Limited
Share Units require owner-operator presence during all rental stays. Compared to the $25
annual registration fee for Limited Share Units, Home Share Units, which allow more
flexibility, require an annual registration fee of $200.

Nuisance Mitigation
Short-term rental ordinances in all three case-studies outline regulations of varied
degrees that aim to mitigate neighborhood and community nuisance as a result of shortterm rentals. San Francisco considers violations of the ordinance to be primarily the

77
In New Orleans, the possession of a valid homestead exemption is the primary requirement for
determining the eligibility of residential short-term rentals. Although on-site residence and presence during
the rental stay was mentioned in the city’s most recent Short-term Rental Study, there are no specific
articles in the ordinance mandating this compliance.
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unlawful conversion of residential units for short-term rental purposes. Health and safety
concerns in the regulations pertain only to the compliance with Building, Electrical,
Plumbing, Mechanical, or Housing Codes. Although not required for all, San Francisco’s
ordinance requires short-term rentals located in residential units zoned RH-1(D) to notify
residential dwellings located within 300 feet. Boston similarly requires owner-operator to
notify any residential dwelling located within 300 feet of the residential unit within 30
days of the issuance of the short-term rental permit and extends this requirement for
permits in all districts.
In addition to compliance with fundamental health and safety codes, New
Orleans’ ordinance also outlines excessive loud noise, offensive odors, and other negative
impacts generated from the use of short-term rentals that interferes with the normal lives
of neighbors violations of the regulations.
In New Orleans, in order to obtain a Commercial Short-term Rental Permit, the
owner is required to submit nuisance mitigation plans including noise abatement, security
and operation, and sanitation. Operators, similarly, are required to submit a Nuisance
Prevention and Neighborhood Complaint Response Plan. New Orleans’ ordinance
considers any violations of these plans submitted along with the application for shortterm rental permits a prohibited act and non-compliance with the regulations.

Classification of Short-term Rental Types and Special Provisions
Among the three case-study cities, San Francisco is the only one that does not
classify different types of short-term rentals. Short-term rentals are however limited to
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areas zoned for residential use since primary residence is the primary criterion used for
determining eligibility.
The three types of short-term rentals classified under Boston’s ordinance
primarily focus on how the residential units are used rather than what types of dwelling
buildings are used and where they are located. Similar to San Francisco, since primary
residence determines the eligibility for short-term rental, such uses are only permitted in
areas zoned residential.
New Orleans’s Short-term Rental Ordinance is strictly coordinated with the city’s
Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance. Zoning regulations pose additional restrictions on top
of requirements for different types of permits. Applying different types of short-term
rental permits is coordinated with the character of each neighborhood and district to
determine additional provisions. Commercial short-term rental permits are not permitted
in certain areas zoned Historic Core Neighborhoods Non-Residential, including VCC-1
Vieux Carré Commercial and HMC-1 Historic Marigny, Treme, Bywater Commercial,
and Historic Urban Neighborhoods Non-Residential, including the HU-B1A Historic
Urban Neighborhood Business districts. Short-term rental permits are prohibited in VCC1 Vieux Carré Commercial districts recognizing that it is surrounded by residential
districts that may otherwise be impacted by the presence of short-term rentals.78 In
permitted districts, a cap of 25% of all residential units within a single dwelling building
is also placed on top of the ground floor restriction for Commercial Short-term Rental
Permits. All short-term rentals are however, prohibited in the Garden District. In the
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Vieux Carré, or French Quarter, except for those on Bourbon Street.79 This exception was
established recognizing that the high volume of entertainment venue in the area would
help to utilize short-term rental as an economic incentive to revitalize many vacant upper
floors.80

Underlying Concerns of Short-term Rental Ordinances in the Three Case-study Cities
San Francisco

New Orleans

Boston

Housing Affordability







Commercialization of STR







Neighborhood Character







Historic Preservation



Table 6. Summary of primary concerns behind the short-term rental regulations in each case-study city.

Through an analysis of existing short-term rental ordinances in San Francisco,
Boston, and New Orleans, the underlying concerns and rationales behind their regulations
are summarized in Table 6. All three case-study cities clearly demonstrate housing
affordability and the preservation of long-term housing supply as a primary concern over
the growing popularity of short-term rentals.
In addition to housing affordability, the eligibility requirement that attempts to
limit short-term rentals in only owner-occupied residential units reveal another significant
concern over the commercialization of short-term rentals. The popularity of short-term

79
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Ibid.
Ibid.
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rentals attracted investors into purchasing homes and apartments to operate short-term
rentals as a business that is causing this innovative industry to “revert back to a more
traditional and commercial form of tourism, in which financial motivations prevail over
social aspects…”.81 Although regulations in all three cities attempt to address this issue
by requiring the short-term rental unit to be operated in primary residences, there are still
leeway to the potential commercialization of such use. Compared to the strictive
approach in both San Francisco and Boston, New Orleans’ ordinance is unique in many
ways. While recognizing the adverse impact short-term rentals pose, New Orleans also
recognize short-term rentals as an economic opportunity, especially for the revitalization
of commercial corridors.82
Of the three case-study cities, New Orleans’s Short-term Rental Ordinance is the
only one that reveals historic preservation as a factor of consideration behind its
regulations. Although New Orleans’ ordinance does not explicitly outline concerns over
the preservation of the city’s historic structures, some provisions reflect the rationale
based on preservation considerations. Concerning the commercial short-term rental
permits, the ground floor of a multi-story building that contains residential uses on the
upper floors is prohibited from short-term rental uses. According to the city’s Short-term
Rental Study, this regulation was established with the intent to preserve ground floor

Shirley Nieuwland and Rianne van Melik, “Regulating Airbnb: how cities deal with perceived negative
externalities of short-term rentals,” Current Issues in Tourism vol.23 issue 7 (2020): 811-825.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1504899.
82
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commercial that is critical to the walkable pedestrian-friendly character of historic
commercial corridors in New Orleans.83

Strength of the Short-term rental Ordinances in the Three Case-Study Cities
San Francisco

New Orleans

Boston

Restrictions

2

3

1

Nuisance Mitigation

3

1

2

Taxation

2

1

3

Enforceability

2

3

1

Table 7. Table summarizing the strength of short-term rental ordinance in each of the three case-study
cities based on different regulatory aspects. The numbers denote strength in descending order: 3= weakest,
2=moderate 1=strongest.

Table 7 seeks to assess the strength of short-term rental ordinance in each of the
three-case study cities from the perspective of different regulatory aspects.84 Boston’s
ordinance, which only allows owners to operate short-term rentals in their primary
residence, present the strictest provisions in terms of eligibility. While New Orleans’
ordinance outlines more specific regulations pertaining to the type of short-term rental
and the zoning district a rental is located in, it also provides the largest degree of
flexibility and as a result reduce the extent to which regulations can be strictly
implemented and enforced. At the same time, the specific provisions coordinated with
neighborhood characteristics allow the strongest degree of nuisance mitigation in New
Orleans. In contrast, San Francisco, which does not distinguish different types of shortterm rentals, does not offer strong provisions in terms of addressing adverse impacts. As
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The assessments are based on subjective interpretation of short-term rental ordinances in each city.
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discussion in the specific section for each city shows, New Orleans also collects more
taxes (in terms of variations) for the operation of short-term rentals. Compared to tax
requirements in Boston and San Francisco, New Orleans implements taxes specific to the
use of short-term rentals rather than handling it as traditional hotels.

4.2. Current Short-term Rental Markets in the Three Case-study Cities Relative to
Historic Districts
Distribution of Short-term Rentals Relative to Historic Districts
In order to analyze the short-term rental market in each case-study city relative to
its historic resources, a series of maps that overlay data points representing Airbnb
listings on top of each city’s historic districts were generated. Although listings on
Airbnb do not represent all available short-term rentals in each city, its major market
share, as illustrated in section 1.1., is able to provide an accurate overview of the shortterm rental market conditions. Datasets of all currently available Airbnb listings in San
Francisco, Boston, and New Orleans were obtained from Inside Airbnb, an independent,
non-commercial online source that collects data from publicly available Airbnb listings
for major cities around the world. The datasets obtained from Inside Airbnb include all
available Airbnb listings as of February 13, 2020. The datasets collected by Inside Airbnb
does not represent the number of short-term rentals currently registered with each city.
Both Boston and New Orleans have currently extended the deadline for short-term rentals
currently in operation to register with the City before they will be considered a violation
and be forcefully removed.
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Figure 3. Map of Local, State, and National Register Historic Districts in San Francisco. Map generated
by Author based on data from San Francisco Open Data.

Figure 4. Distribution of currently available Airbnb listings in relation to Local, State, and National
Register Historic Districts in San Francisco. Map generated by Author based on data from Inside Airbnb
and San Francisco Open Data.
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Figure 5. Map of Local and National Register Historic Districts in Boston. Map generated by Author based
on data from Analyze Boston.

Figure 6. Distribution of currently available Airbnb listings in relation to National Register Historic
Districts and Local Historic Districts in Boston. Map generated by Author based on data from Inside
Airbnb and Analyze Boston.
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Figure 7. Distribution of currently available Airbnb listings in Boston; focused on central Boston. Map
generated by Author based on data from Inside Airbnb and Analyze Boston.
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Figure 8. Local and National Register Historic Districts in Central New Orleans. Map generated by Author
based on data from New Orleans Open Data.

Figure 9. Distribution of currently available Airbnb listings in New Orleans; focused on Central New
Orleans. Map generated by Author based on data from Inside Airbnb and New Orleans Open Data.
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Historic Properties as a Short-term Rental Market Asset
As discussed in the introduction, heritage is perceived as a unique cultural product
of cities and short-term rental provides a new channel through which historic resources
become commodified in the economic market. To understand how historic properties are
used as a tool for advertisement in the short-term rental market, a search of some of the
historic-related keywords specific to the characters of each case-study city was performed
within currently available Airbnb listings.85 The search first looked at the frequency any
of the identified historic-related keywords occurred in the names of the Airbnb listings.
Another search looked at the frequency that these words were used in the detailed
descriptions of the listings. The list of identified keywords and the number of listings
containing these words relative to the total number of currently available listings are
summarized and demonstrated in Tables 8 and 9. The search results are intended to
represent the number of listing that utilize historic-related keywords as a tool for
advertisement and promotion and may have under-represented the number of Airbnb
listings in historic properties in each city since the names of local or national historic
districts were not used as a search criteria. Listings that include names of historic districts
also may not be necessarily operated in a historic property.

85

Data of listings obtained from InsideAirbnb.com.
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New Orleans

San Francisco

Boston

Historic

Historic

Historic

Historical

Historical

Historical

Shotgun

Victorian

Victorian

Creole

Edwardian

Brownstone

Cottage

Queen Anne

Federal

Bungalow

Italianate

Colonial

Double Gallery
Table 1. Historic-related keywords used to filter currently available Airbnb listings in each city.

Number of Listings Containing

New Orleans

San Francisco

Boston

986

624

175

3288

1730

943

7083

8588

3904

Historic-Related Keywords in the
Name of the Listing
Number of Listings Containing
Historic-Related Keywords in the
Description of the Listing
Total Number of Listings

Table 2. Search results representing the number of listings containing historic-related keywords in either
the name or the description of the listings.
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Figure 10. Diagram demonstrating the search results representing the number of listings containing
historic-related keywords in either the name or the description of the listings relative to all other listings.

As the distribution map shows, a very significant number of short-term rental
licenses fall within New Orleans’ local and national historic districts. This is obvious
given that most of the city is designated historic. The search for historic-related keywords
in the description of Airbnb listings reveal that such listings consist nearly half of the
total Airbnb listings in the city. The results in New Orleans reveal that historic properties
occupy a significant proportion of the short-term rental market in New Orleans.
According New Orleans’ Short-term Rental Study, as of March 2018, prior to the
amendment of its ordinance, nearly 70% of all short-term rental permits in the city were
located in neighborhoods including Historic Urban Residential Districts Uptown, Lower
Garden District, and Historic Core Residential Districts.86 Short-term rental permit data
from the city shows that the greatest concentration of short-term rental permits is located
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in districts zoned HU-RD2, or Historic Urban Two-Family Residential.87 As the study
points out, the historic quality and dense walkable development patterns in these
neighborhoods make them highly desirable to both tourists and residents. The enactment
of the Short-term Rental Interim Zoning District in 2018 was recognized as a way to
relieve impacts on Historic Urban and Historic Core neighborhoods. After the
implementation of the Interim Zoning District, the concentration of short-term rentals in
these neighborhoods has declined from nearly 70% to 47%.88
Although the correlation between the location of short-term rentals and historic
districts is not as significant in San Francisco and Boston compared to that in New
Orleans, the concentration and density of short-term rentals are noticeably higher within
and around the periphery of historic districts. Search results show that a little over 20% of
all 8,588 tracked listings in San Francisco and around 24% of all 3,904 tracked listings in
Boston contain at least one of the historic-related keywords. These numbers, though
lower than those of New Orleans, still demonstrate the significance of the proportion of
short-term rentals operated in historic properties and how historic properties are utilized
as valuable assets to advertise and promote themselves in the short-term rental market.
Although short-term rentals may not be necessarily located in a historic property, an
indirect contribution of historic districts and resources, such as walkability and dense
neighborhood patterns, may also be inferred from this concentration and clustering of
short-term rental availability.

87
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Ibid.

62

5. Challenges and Opportunities in Using Short-term Rental as a Historic
Preservation Tool
The analysis of existing regulatory frameworks demonstrates both similarities and
differences in how each city approaches regulating short-term rental. As previously
discussed, other than New Orleans, historic preservation has not been a major underlying
concern behind existing policies. With an overview of the current regulatory
environment, this section evaluates existing challenges in the specialized use of historic
properties as short-term rentals and explores potential opportunities that frame
recommendations for further consideration.

Code compliance and violation removal:
As the analysis of existing regulatory frameworks show, short-term rental
ordinances in all three case-study cities implement provisions that require eligible
residential units to be code-compliant and free of violations. While such provisions
ensure safety, they also contribute to monitoring the proper timely maintenance of
historic properties. As short-term rental commodifies heritage, it also provides an
incentive for maintaining and caring for historic properties. However, code enforcement
also poses a challenge as historic buildings often require substantial work and investment
to restore them to conditions compliant with existing building codes. This foreseen
challenge may discourage some owners and operators from acquiring historic properties
and considering the feasibility of operating a short-term rental. The requirement for code
compliance and violation removal suggest opportunities for the utilization of
63

rehabilitation tax credit programs and incentives such as California’s State Historic
Building Code (SHBC).

Short-term rental as a tool for blight removal:
As discussed above, the requirement for code compliance and violation removal
established under each city’s short-term rental ordinance serves as a measure to enforce
proper maintenance of historic properties. The Short-term Rental Study conducted by
New Orleans’ City Planning Commission evaluated how short-term rental may be a
beneficial strategy for blight remediation and incentivizing the rehabilitation of vacant
historic structures.89 The study made recommendations of a short-term rental program for
eligible historic properties that are determined architecturally significant and are at threat
of demolition. The study further recommended establishing a program similar to the
city’s Restoration Abatement Program to provide assistance to utilizing short-term rental
as a blight remediation tool. This incentive has remained a recommendation and has not
yet been adopted as a formal policy.
However, the Short-term Rental Study recognizes such use as a short-term
solution that aims at returning rehabilitated buildings to the housing supply in the long
run. Nevertheless, adopting and implementing appropriate incentives for the acquisition
of vacant and under-utilized historic properties has the potential to encourage new waves
of interest into these overlooked properties. This incentive, along with the requirement of
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code compliance, has the potential to effectively address issues related to the insensitive
care of historic properties such as demolition by neglect.
Unlike New Orleans, San Francisco does not face the challenge of vacancy and
blight and it has not been observed that short-term rental was utilized as a tool to address
such problem in the city.90 Although this potential tool may have limited benefit in San
Francisco and other similar dense urban centers, similar strategy may nevertheless
encourage the rehabilitation of under-utilized historic resources.

Financing the maintenance of historic properties using additional income from short-term
rental:
The extraneous costs and efforts associated with regular maintenance and
conservation often discourage the acquisition and ownership of historic properties. Shortterm rental provides a revenue stream for owners of historic properties and allow income
generated from its operation to flow back into the financing maintenance costs.
New Orleans has recognized the popularity of traditional Bed and Breakfasts long
before the concept of short-term rentals in the new sharing economy. The city had the
tradition of accommodating Bed and Breakfasts businesses as a strategy of rehabilitating
deteriorated historic homes by implementing flexible provisions. In such cases, the
integrity of the historic homes is subject to evaluation by the city’s Historic District
Landmarks Commission. In 1990 the City Council passed an ordinance that modified the
operation of Bed and Breakfasts in the Esplanade Ridge Historic District for properties
Omar Masry, Planner at the San Francisco Office of Short-Term Rentals, Phone conversation with
author, March 11, 2020.
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fronting Esplanade Avenue from conditional to permitted uses.91 These efforts were
intended under the belief that the income generated from Bed and Breakfasts in historic
homes would contribute back to their renovation and maintenance and improve the
appearance and value of historic residential neighborhoods.

Historic properties as a tool for advertisement and stand itself out among the short-term
rental market:
Analysis of the distribution of Airbnb listings in section 4.2. demonstrates historic
properties as special assets in the short-term rental market. Short-term rental operators
adopt terms related to the historic character of their properties both in the titles and
descriptions of the listings to stand themselves out among other listings in the market.
The awareness that short-term rental operators place on their properties also contribute to
the maintenance and encourage the participation of general public in the preservation of
historic properties.

Operator presence and owner-occupied units as stewardship of historic properties:
As discussed in section 1.1., authenticity is a major factor behind the motivations
for selecting short-term rental as an alternative accommodation choice. While the
requirement for operator presence during the rental stay and owner-occupied units reveal
the underlying concern of the commercialization of short-term rentals, such measures
also contribute maintaining the authentic quality and experience that guests seek and are
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essential to the stewardship of historic properties in the hands of the non-professional
public.

Hosting platform as steward and advocate of historic properties:
Hosting platforms play a significant role in the short-term rental industry as
intermediary facilitator of services and connection between operators and guests. By
reaching agreements with local administrative agencies, hosting platforms also help to
implement short-term rental regulations and monitor non-compliant uses. As discussed
previously, as heritage and historic properties are recognized as special assets in the
short-term rental market, hosting platforms extend influence beyond the accommodation
network and become a major stakeholder in historic preservation and stewards of heritage
and historic properties. This expands the public arena around historic preservation and
helps to reach a broader audience to spread awareness and educate for the importance of
keeping with historic resources.

Synthesis of short-term rental and historic preservation ordinances and conversation
between the regulatory agencies in each city:
The analysis of short-term rental ordinances in the three case-study cities reveal
historic preservation not as a major consideration nor an underlying concern (except for
New Orleans to a limited extent) behind existing regulations despite a significant portion
of short-term rentals operated in historic properties. Although New Orleans’ extensive
Short-term Rental Study acknowledges the concentration of short-term rentals in historic
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districts and reveals some concerns on the preservation of historic characters, the
consulting groups did not involve stakeholders from the historic preservation sector. In
San Francisco, conversation between the city’s short-term rental and historic preservation
offices only takes place when an application for a short-term rental permit occasionally
triggers CEQA review.92 The lack of synthesis of short-term rental and historic
preservation regulations reveal the biggest challenge yet great potential behind this
specialized use in the growing sharing accommodation market. Historic preservation
agencies in cities have the potential to input on project reviews beyond the physical
appearance to extend recommendations guiding use. While short-term rental allows an
incentive for public engagement in historic preservation, historic preservation also
demonstrates and reinforces short-term rental regulations as measures for enhancing
community wellbeing.

Short-term rental as an alternative historic preservation tool in addition to historic
designation:
While designation on the national or local registers provide the most effective
method for protecting historic resources, realistic factors often limit the eligibility and
sometimes prevent the designation of certain resources. Limited staff and different
nomination systems established under municipal frameworks also overlook potential
eligible resources. According to statistics from San Francisco Heritage, while 71.2% of
the city’s total building stock are constructed before 1945, only 71.2% are protected as
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designated landmarks.93 This leaves a large stock of buildings that may be historically
significant and are potentially eligible for designation at the threat of neglect, insensitive
alterations, or demolition.
While short-term rental provides an alternative historic preservation tool, it also
encourages historic designation. In addition, the benefits short-term rental provide may
also encourage participation in preservation easement programs which allow tax
incentives, provide additional income, and ensure historic characters are properly
maintained and extended in perpetuity.

Short-term rental permitting and zoning:
Zoning may be a helpful tool to guide the location and concentration of short-term
rentals. Currently, San Francisco and Boston allow the operation of short-term rentals in
all districts zoned for residential use while New Orleans’ ordinance is coordinated strictly
with zoning districts to allow more incentives in some areas and enforce stricter controls
in others. While enforcing restrictions in residential districts, short-term rental has been
adopted as a major revitalization tool in many redevelopment projects along Canal Street,
where the upper floors of historic buildings long saw challenges in complying with
modern building codes.94 Many of these new redevelopments concentrate multiple shortterm rental units on the upper floors with ground floor commercial.95 This strategic

“Landmark Fund,” San Francisco Heritage, https://www.sfheritage.org/landmarkfund/ (accessed May 2,
2020).
94
Danielle Del Sol, “A glance at ongoing and upcoming Canal Street redevelopment projects,” PRCNO,
October 9, 2019, https://prcno.org/coming-soon-on-canal-street/ (accessed May 2, 2020).
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approach takes advantage of the benefits short-term rentals offer to rehabilitate historic
buildings and at the same time enforces the historic commercial character along Canal
Street.
A study on the impacts of short-term rental in Sydney, Australia, from the
perspective of urban planning and policy suggested that planners should look to revise
zoning and residential development controls based on assessment and analysis of local
neighborhoods conditions and distinguish between different forms of short-term rental
accommodations and their implications.96 This calls for a more thoughtful approach to
evaluate neighborhood conditions rather than adopting a homogeneous approach to
restrict or permit the operation of short-term rental citywide.

Distribute spending to and encourage revitalization and development in less visited
neighborhoods:
As discussed in section 1.1., the authentic lifestyle of local communities is a
major reason short-term rentals appeal to many guests. This suggests the potential for
encouraging visitation to neighborhoods outside of typical tourist hotspots in cities.
Effective coordination with zoning can help to identify locations where short-term rentals
can help to stimulate economic development and growth. This allows for the distribution
of spending away from concentrated areas to benefit a more diverse group of people and
communities.
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6. Recommendation
6.1. Regulatory Policy
Both short-term rental and historic preservation ordinances in each city were
developed to address issues and conditions specific to each. As there is no one-size-fitsall solution to address concerns behind the short-term rental and historic preservation,
recommendations toward the specialized use of historic properties as short-term rentals
require the assessment of specific needs and conditions in each city.

1. Conduct short-term rental study to assess market conditions and develop needs
guiding regulations.
The series of short-term rental studies conducted by the New Orleans Planning
Commission provide insight into market conditions in the city that suggest precise needs
and develop regulations that address specific issues. The process involved many
stakeholders that presented concerns and ideas from diverse perspective and gathered
public inputs to assess different interests and provide guidance for appropriate
regulations.

2. Establish partnership and facilitate conversation between the short-term rental and
historic preservation offices in each city.
The lack of synthesis between short-term rental and historic preservation offices
in each city suggests the need to increase conversation and collaboration between the two
regulatory agencies on the municipal level. A short-term rental permit application may
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trigger review to determine eligibility for designation as a historic resource. For historic
resources that are already designated, a short-term rental should be reviewed with historic
preservation office to ensure any character-defining features would not be disturbed as a
result of short-term rental use.

3. Increase the coordination of short-term rental permitting with zoning districts and
general city planning goals.
Rather than limiting the operation of short-term rental in districts zoned
residential only or restricting the operation of short-term rental in primary residences,
coordinating short-term rental permitting with zoning districts allows more flexibility and
opportunities. This suggests the coordination with overall city planning goals which
should seek to identify opportunity areas and neighborhoods and allow incentives
narrowly tailored to stimulate development and revitalization in designated zones.
Identifying potential areas provides opportunities for planners to cluster development and
growth, provide adequate amenities, and implement appropriate measures to address
anticipated impacts. Zoning overlays in tandem with historic districts present a helpful
tool for mitigating adverse impacts while allowing flexibility oriented towards specific
districts and neighborhoods. Appropriate incentive zones may be established to
encourage short-term rental as catalyst for change without exploiting its use in the entire
city. Effective coordination and provision also help to prevent potential spot zoning in
neighborhoods. Placing caps in certain districts, as adopted in New Orleans, can also help
to limit adverse influence and maintain neighborhood character.
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4. Classify short-term rental types according to market assessments.
Both San Francisco and Boston currently adopt rather homogeneous approaches
toward the regulation of short-term rentals. Although Boston offers three different types
of short-term rental permits, it places more emphasis on how residential units are used.
Such approaches miss the opportunity to embrace benefits of short-term rentals.
Classification of short-term rentals based on market needs and coordinated with zoning
districts, as previously discussed, offer more potentials to stimulate revitalization.
Analysis by Wegmann and Jiao (2017) on local regulations of short-term rentals
based on results from five U.S. cities recommended a key guiding principle to distinguish
between commercial operators and what they termed “mom-and-pop” operators, which
refers to “true” home sharing.97 Gurran and Phibbs’ (2017) research also emphasized the
need for specific regulatory policy to be based on different types of short-term rentals and
the assessment of implications they have on particular neighborhoods.98

5. Establish collaboration with Hosting platforms beyond the regulatory aspects.
Currently, short-term rental ordinances in all three cities require hosting platforms
to submit regular reports on the numbers and locations of listings and monitor any illegal
and non-compliant listings. However, collaboration between cities and hosting platforms
has the opportunity to extend beyond regulatory aspects as a mutually beneficial strategy.
Collaboration with hosting platforms has the potential to become an effective planning
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tool for neighborhood revitalization and economic development and hosting platforms
also benefit in return as cities become promoters of listings.

6.2. Hosting Platform
1. Establish an inventory of historic-themed short-term rental listings and provide a
search filter for interested guests.
As briefly introduced in section 1.1., Vrbo’s search engine provides a filter that
categorizes rental listings by property types, including but not limited to house,
apartment, townhouse, cottage, and bungalow. Some of these listing types, including
cottage and bungalow, are precise architectural terms that are often associated with
historic properties, such as in the case of New Orleans. Although not intended for such
use, this provides a tool for guiding interested guests looking for a rental operated in a
historic property. By working with cities and operators to identify listings operated in
historic properties and establishing an inventory, hosting platforms can become stewards
and advocates of historic properties and efforts behind the surveying of historic resources
in cities.

2. Introduce a layer of local and national historic districts and important historic
resources on the search map to direct interested guests.
In addition to establishing an inventory for short-term rentals operated in historic
properties, introducing layers identifying local and national historic districts and historic
resources on the search map create a better visual directory. This does not only serve as a
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tool to guide guests interested in searching for a listing located in historic districts but
also direct attention towards less visited neighborhoods by highlighting their historical
character. This also helps operators whose listings fall outside the typical touristy
hotspots and encourages broader participation. As previously discussed, this strategy
invites hosting platforms to become stakeholders in historic preservation and promotes
them as advocates for extending influence on broader audiences.

6.3. Advocacy Groups
Advocacy groups play a significant role in contributing voices behind the
legislative process and facilitating conversation between regulatory agencies and local
communities. The complexity and controversy involved in regulating short-term rentals
create obstacles that discourage the involvement of historic preservation stakeholders. In
contrast with the situation in San Francisco and Boston, PRCNO has actively participated
in the process behind New Orleans’ short-term rental ordinance. This was made possible
given a strong coalition of advocates and communities including neighborhood
associations and developers who utilize rehabilitation tax credits in redeveloping historic
properties for commercial short-term rentals.99 This suggests the need to involve diverse
stakeholders in the discussion as the issue pertains to a wide range of fields and concerns
and establish a common appreciation and respect for heritage.
While continuing to monitor and report on the issues related to short-term rentals,
advocacy groups may help to recognize short-term rental as an effective historic
Nathan Lott, Policy and Research Director and Advocacy Coordinator at PRCNO, Phone conversation
with author, April 30, 2020.
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preservation tool while educating operators and potential operators to appropriately avoid
its externalities. Resources may also be provided for owners and operators to learn about
architectural terms that describe their properties to better spread awareness of historic
properties through short-term rentals. Short-term rental and historic preservation
advocacy groups may collaborate to facilitate the better use and control of short-term
rentals. A regular publication that present “model short-term rental units” may be adopted
to demonstrate appropriate approaches toward short-term rental uses.

7. Conclusion
Rather than approaching short-term rental with a restrictive attitude, this thesis
adopts a different perspective that evaluates the specialized use of historic properties as
short-term rentals as opportunities for the better preservation and management of historic
resources in cities. While recognizing its adverse impacts, short-term rental should not
simply be regarded as a conflicting interest with other city objectives such as securing
housing affordability, promoting qualify of life, maintaining neighborhood characters,
and balancing economic development. Davidson and Infranca (2016) argued in their
study that the number of short-term rentals necessary to stimulate significant impact on
local businesses is much lower than that needed to influence the housing market.100 This
suggests the need to assess neighborhood conditions to effectively utilize benefits of
short-term rentals.
Nestor M. Davidson and John J. Infranca, “The Sharing Economy as an Urban Phenomenon,” Yale Law
and Policy Review vol.34 issue 2 (2016): 216-279.
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As the analysis of the case-study cities demonstrate, both San Francisco and
Boston adopted rather homogeneous citywide approach towards the regulation of shortterm rentals while New Orleans implemented more specific provisions based on
neighborhood character. The challenges that short-term rentals pose in each city indeed
vary and the market and legal conditions in each city do not provide parallel
comparisons. However, in order to seek potential benefits of this innovative industry, the
key is to develop more strategic and thoughtful approaches based on the assessment of
circumstances and market conditions in each city and specific neighborhoods and
coordinate opportunities with challenges. As discussed, short-term rentals provide an
alternative effective tool for encouraging public participation in the preservation of
historic properties. The regulations and incentives implemented on short-term rental also
help to ensure and monitor its orderly use and operation while embracing its benefits.
Through the analysis of existing regulatory frameworks, this thesis identifies
opportunities and challenges and proposes guidelines to better facilitate short-term rental
as unique tool. Although encouraging and advocating for short-term rental on the broader
spectrum remain difficult as many challenges still call for stricter regulations to address
adverse impacts, it is of paramount importance to consider its benefits at the same time
and appropriately balance its use and control.
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